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ABSTRACT

“I’m Real I Thought I Told Ya”
Developing Critical Media Literacy Through U.S. Latinx Digital Media Representations
By
Solange Castellar
Advisor: Jillian Báez
This thesis explores how audiences engage with U.S. Latinx media representations
through the practice of critical media literacy. I interrogate how media consumers
construct critical media literacy through interacting with U.S. Latinx figures on digital
media platforms, particularly on the social-media app, Twitter, and the user-generated
video content platform, YouTube. Throughout this thesis, I argue that users on these
platforms who engage with U.S. Latinx pop culture figures, like Jennifer Lopez and
Belcalis Almanzar (Cardi B), read, digest, and comprehend a variety of multimedia
images, texts, or videos, and that this engagement becomes an accessible form of critical
media literacy, in which users proactively discuss and deconstruct these stars, often
through an intersectional lens. I also argue that users who have similar
ethnic/racial/gender identities as these figures can also practice a form of critical media
literacy that connects to their own identity and their own worldview. This engagement
allows users to talk about their own lived experiences, how that representation reflects
their own identity, and creates a “virtual kinship” with other social media users. This is
important because these users and their lived experiences are often marginalized in media
spaces. By giving oft-marginalized users access to digital resources like social media,
they’re more able to discuss shared experiences in these accessible, public online spaces.
TW: Please note that this thesis discusses acts of bodily violence, particularly domestic
violence relationships.
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INTRODUCTION: WHAT IS THE WORK?
The following thesis is an exploration of the practice of critical media literacy
(CML) in online spaces, and how a person’s literacy is created through media. I am
focusing my research on U.S. Latinx1 media representations and how interacting with
those representations or figures assists in the development of critical media literacy. By
definition, per the National Association For Media Literacy Education (NAMLE), media
literacy builds upon traditional forms of literacy outside of reading and writing, by
incorporating electronic, digital, and artistic visuals as vehicles of interpretation.2 Critical
media literacy incorporates reading media texts through interdisciplinary lenses, and
through it, various disciplines such as cultural studies, political science, feminist and
gender theories, and race and ethnic studies can be intertwined (Brayton, Casey, 2019)3.
My approach is more critical, in the sense that I am demonstrating how media users
construct critical media literacy through interacting with U.S. Latinx media figures on
digital media sites like Twitter and YouTube, and how users read, digest, and
comprehend this content through a reflection of their own race, gender, or classed lives.
Throughout the course of this research, I found that this CML work was
particularly practiced through discussing a celebrity’s life, and understanding how that

1

I will use the term Latinx as a centralizing pronoun, while still intermittently using
Latina/o. This is will be referencing Latinx people overall, to take into consideration
people who interact with the media that centers women and gender non-binary/queer
actors, artists, and musicians. However, in order to not misgender the people that are
responding to this media, I will use their designated pronouns with their own gender
identification. The term Latinx will be discussed in more detail in the following chapter.
2
National Association for Media Literacy Education. “Media Literacy Defined”:
https://namle.net/publications/media-literacy-definitions/. Accessed on 15, Dec. 2019
3
Brayton, Spencer & Casey, Natasha. “Reflections on Adopting a Critical Media and
Information Literacy Pedagogy.pdf.” Critical Approaches to Credit-Bearing Information
Literacy Courses (2019): n. pgs. 117-138. Print.
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celebrity’s racialized, classed, and gendered self were often reflective of the social media
user’s own lived experience. Through this CML work, a connection develops between
users, either amongst average digital users, or digital users and the celebrity themselves,
which I define as a “virtual kinship.” This “virtual kinship” is important to study because
these shared experiences and perspectives are helping media users construct critical
media literacy, meaning media users are analyzing and evaluating media texts like tweets
and viral videos, and forming responses or opinions for those media texts. What
designates the connection are the intersecting identities, the shared fandom or dislike of a
celebrity.
Important to this argument is that users on these digital media sites are actively
engaging with media on a daily basis. If you do a quick search of “Reaction Videos” on
YouTube, you’ll find results from channels like FBE, the media company behind
“REACT,” which consists of a series of videos where several people watch, listen, or
read a piece of content and give their opinions on, or express their feelings regarding that
content. What I’m most interested in exploring through this thesis is how average social
media users, like those in the reaction videos, create CML, which is a critical skill that
they might not know they are developing. This work, as cultural theorist Stuart Hall
notes4, is the skill of reading images; this skill is rooted in semiotics, the study of signs
and images. Pertinent examples of practicing CML online on social platforms today are
the acts “stanning” and “cancelling,” which I will discuss later on.
To prove how users are creating this CML, I examine how media users are
consuming these representations, as well as the media that’s coming from the
4

Evans, Jessie; Nixon, Sean (Ed.). Representation / Edited by Stuart Hall, Jessie Evans
and Sean Nixon. 2nd Ed., Sage Publications, 2013.
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representational figure themselves. Often times these users’ opinions and feelings come
about upon seeing a piece of media that is representative of their own identity. What I
find happening in these spaces is that there are powerful educational and community
bonding experiences developing. This is the concept of “virtual kinship” in practice.
“Virtual kinship” helps people bond over a piece or media and is most often created
through discussing shared lived experiences by constructing a discussion and a flow of
ideas from one user to the other. Previous research has noted that there is a certain sense
of belonging that one feels when they see a representational image of their own ethnic or
racial culture in the media (Báez, 2018)5. Through this virtual relationship, both digital
media platforms and representational/celebrity figures alike are fostering people’s CML,
as thoughts on social topics like race and gender are freely exchanged.
I found this connection through examining user interactions on the platforms
Twitter and YouTube and analyzing how these users are engaging with the pieces of
media they are witnessing. I chose these two platforms because they are free, accessible
digital spaces, where the agency and commentary are coming both directly from the
celebrity and the online individual. The focus of this work is on comprehending U.S.
Latinx media and in doing so, I analyze content produced by two influential U.S. Latinx
pop culture figures: Jennifer Lopez and Belcalis Almanzar (known popularly as “Cardi
B”). I’ve chosen these figures because they are currently two of the leading Latina figures
in U.S. pop culture. The two women also have a unique range of media (television, films,
music, social media feeds, etc.) that has followed them over the course of their respective
careers, and has even intersected with one other. For example, the two recorded the song
5

Báez, Jillian M. In Search of Belonging: Latinas, Media, and Citizenship. University of
Illinois Press: Urbana, IL, 2018.
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“Dinero” (2018)6 together, and have starred alongside one another in the film Hustlers
(2019)7. It is worth noting that these figures have a different set of fans, which is
particularly due to their range of work spanning two decades, from 1999 – 20198.
While I examine general comments from users that interact with these figures, I
prioritize the comments that are made specifically from people with similar racialized and
ethnic backgrounds of the celebrities themselves. These perspectives are crucial to people
who identify within the same respect as Lopez and Almanzar’s respective ethnic/racial
identities of Caribbean, Puerto Rican, African American. It is also important to note both
Lopez and Almanzar frequently refer back to their New York upbringing in the Bronx in
their own media content, thus I would consider it a key identifier amongst other New
Yorkers who interact with their imagery, as well. Ultimately, we must view these stars
through an intersectional lens, meaning that their raced, gendered, and classed selves are
vastly different from one another, which is a point that will be explored later in this
thesis.
It is also pertinent to note my positionality as a researcher. I only know of my
own Latinx experience, and not the experience of all Latinx folks. My perspectives on
Cardi B and Jennifer Lopez are solely from my research; this research not only includes
my own CML, but also includes the voices of scholars such as Zahira Kelly-Cabrera9,
who are doing the work of deconstructing the racial lines that intersect with Latinx
ethnicity, particularly on digital platforms. I cannot speak for the Black, Indigenous,
6

Lopez, Jennifer. “Dinero.” Dinero. Nuyorican, Epic. 2018.
Hustlers. Dir. Lorene Scafaria. Annapurna Pictures. 13 Sept. 2019.
8
Both fans have somewhat grown through the age of the internet, but Almanzar’s base is
more of a millennial following that has grown up utilizing social media.
9
Kelly-Cabrera, Zahira. About Page. Zahira, zahira.co/about. Accessed on 19, Dec.
2019.
7
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trans, gender non-conforming Latinx experiences that other Latinx folks do have.
However, my aim throughout this thesis is to amplify those voices and to examine how
those voices are often left on the fringes of Latinx culture. Lastly, I would like to add my
position as a fan-researcher. I am a fan of both these Latina figures, and have studied
their relationship to media closely. This is often a common practice in Media Studies, and
has been studied before in academia (Brooker et al., 2018).
#Research and #Methodology: Remixed and Reimagined Media Critiques
My main questions throughout this research are: How do people perceive
representational imagery of their racialized/gendered/classed cultures, and how are
people from those intersecting cultures responding to media representation? I believe
answering these questions can give scholars, media literacy practitioners, and media
producers insight into critical media literacy; people are going beyond passively
consuming images on a screen, and rather connecting with pieces of media that are
somewhat reflective of their own identities or lived experiences. Part of this research is
examining how semiotics and media literacy are created, how media literacy can be
created via representational imagery, and how we can look at celebrity representations
through an intersectional lens.
Since this thesis focuses on U.S. Latinx media representations, I chose Jennifer
Lopez and Cardi B because their careers have generated global media attention, and their
followings have spanned decades. To many, Jennifer Lopez is acknowledged as an icon,
as she has stunned audiences in a Versace silk green dress, to eventually re-wearing that
same dress 20 years later in a Versace fashion show during 2019’s New York Fashion
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Week.10 Many regard Cardi B as a self-made superstar, going from notoriety on the video
platform Vine to making history as the first solo female artist to win a Grammy for Best
Rap Album.11 It is also important to note that extensive research has been done on
Lopez’s curvaceous body and career (e.g., Aparicio, 200312; Báez 2007; Barrera 2002;
Beltrán 2010; Molina Guzmán, 2010; Negrón-Muntaner, 1997,13 Valdivia and Molina
Guzmán, 2004) while there is not yet much academic writing on Cardi B.
I primarily employ textual analysis, as this methodology is best suited to
understanding how critical media literacy is constructed through a constant flow of data.
Deploying this method will require a set of historiographies on media literacy, Latinx
culture, and the pop culture figures that I examine. First, I provide a background on what
media literacy entails, and how one can elevate their media literacy by applying critical
perspectives. Next, I explore the evolution of Latinx terminology, primarily how
language and social culture evolved from using the terms Hispanic, Latina/o, Latin@/e,
to the newest term, Latinx. I examine how these labels were constructed from the U.S.
Census, how Latinx people have been used as a highly marketable demographic (Dávila,

10

Fisher, Lauren Alexis. “Jennifer Lopez Just Walked the Versace Runway in Her Iconic
Grammys Dress.” Harper's BAZAAR, Harper's BAZAAR, 20 Sept. 2019,
https://www.harpersbazaar.com/fashion/fashion-week/a29152219/jennifer-lopez-versacerunway/. Accessed on 19, Dec. 2019
11
Strause, Jackie. “Grammys: Cardi B Makes History with Best Rap Album Win.” The
Hollywood Reporter, 11 Feb. 2019, https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/news/grammys2019-cardi-b-makes-history-best-rap-album-win-1185185. Accessed on 19, Dec. 2019
12
Aparicio, Frances R. "Jennifer as Selena: Rethinking Latinidad in Media and Popular
Culture." Latino Studies, vol. 1, no. 1, 2003, pp. 90-105.
13
Negrón-Muntaner, Frances. “Jennifer’s Butt”, Aztlán, Vol. 22, No. 2 (Fall): pp. 181–
194. 1997.
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2001)14, and how Latina/o/x terminology has evolved in the academy and in the larger
society.
In my last historiography, I deconstruct and analyze Lopez and Almanzar’s public
personae, particularly their presentation in tabloids, blogs, and/or their own social media
profiles. In doing so, in which I look at how each artist gained their following and how
their fandom has crossed a variety of audiences. This archival work ranges from older
tabloids during Jennifer Lopez’s early stardom (e.g., her donning the green Versace dress
in 2000 and her involvement with a shooting at Club New York in 1999), to blog and
social media posts on Cardi B’s life (e.g., discovering her husband’s infidelity and the
general public discussing her racial identity). I return to several tabloids in this analysis
(e.g., US Weekly, People, and TMZ), as they frequently discuss “scandals” within the
intimate lives of both Lopez and Almanzar.
Another set of methods I implore are audience analysis, and comparing
scholarship that is more theoretical about CML, to my own user-generated CML findings.
This triangulation of methods encompasses all of the digital media sources like tweets,
videos, comments, posts from alternative media websites (Complex, Genius, GQ,), or
tabloid print covers that feature my subjects. To give an estimated figure, I will be in
conversation with roughly 10 items per source. Through conducting this analysis, I
examine people’s interactions with this media, which will give me a better understanding
of the process of semiotics, and I analyze if there is any relation of a similar identity to
those whom are seeing these images of a racialized, ethnic, gendered, or classed identity.
As I study the reactions and responses from these media consumers, my aim is to see if it
14

Dávila, Arlene. Latinos Inc.: The Marketing and Making of a People, Berkeley, Los
Angeles and London: University of California Press. 2001.
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will bring me closer to an understanding of how one interprets an image and how users
actively engage with an image.
Part of this triangulation is to compare and analyze my findings with the case
studies and scholarly work on media representations and CML. I rely on star studies to
focus on how star personas are created, and in this respect, Richard Dyer’s work on the
construction of star images is extremely useful15. However, we must consider that Dyer’s
work stems from the construction of stars of the Golden Age of Hollywood in the 1930s
and 1940s, and is based upon their films and marketability. Dyer’s work lies within a
vastly different media landscape than the area I’m studying, however I believe that
looking at his text will help bridge the connection and bond that fans experience with
celebrities. To understand how fans connect to celebrities and other users through shared
racialized or gendered lives, I examine Linda Martín Alcoff’s theory of identity
formation, as well as Elaine Richardson’s work on developing literacy with marginalized
people who do not see themselves reflected in the media proves particularly useful.16
These scholars will effectively help me when discussing how an identity can be formed
when seeing a piece of media that is a representation of one’s own gendered, racialized,
or classed identity. I also will be in conversation with the few Latinx scholars whose

15

Dyer, Richard. Heavenly Bodies: Film Stars and Society. British Film Institute;
Macmillan, 1986.
16
Alcoff, Linda Martín. Visible Identities: Race, Gender, and the Self. Oxford University
Press, Incorporated, 2005.
Richardson, Elaine. “Developing Critical Hip Hop Feminist Literacies: Centrality and
Subversion of Sexuality in the Lives of Black Girls.” Equity & Excellence in Education,
vol. 46, no. 3, 2013, pp. 327–341.
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work centers on CML and Latinx representation, including Jillian Báez (2018)17, María
Elena Cepeda (2018)18, and Lucila Vargas (2006)19.
Finally, I would also like to address that the social media comments I will be
analyzing are solely from public profiles. As such, I did not need to seek Institutional
Review Board approval when analyzing the posts of multiple users on various social
media platforms. Given the public nature of the material analyzed, I will be citing the
social media users with their public names as listed on their profiles, and providing
screenshots where appropriate.
Researching Critical Media Literacy and Representation
Developing media literacy is something that happens over time; comprehending
and deconstructing a piece of media critically is a skill that requires time and skill to
develop. When you think about it, how many times have you been taken aback by an
acting performance in a film? Did you ever have to watch a television show a second
time to catch something that you might have missed? Have you ever noticed certain
aesthetics in music videos that could pay homage to other pieces of media? Having the
ability to deconstruct these concepts allows you to create your own individual media
literacy, and to create CML, one can apply critical perspectives from a personal

17

Báez, Jillian M. “Media Literacy as Civic Engagement.” In Civic Engagement in
Diverse Latina/o Communities: Learning from Social Justice Partnerships in Action,
edited by Mari Castañeda and Joseph Krupczynski, 201-214. New York: Peter Lang,
2018.
18
Cepeda, María E. "Putting a "Good Face on the Nation": Beauty, Memes, and the
Gendered Rebranding of Global Colombianidad." Women's Studies Quarterly, vol. 46,
no. 1, 2018, pp. 121-138.
19
Vargas, Lucila. “Transnational Media Literacy: Analytic Reflections on a Program
with Latina Teens.” Hispanic Journal of Behavioral Sciences, vol. 28, no. 2, 2006, pp.
267–285.
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experience, particularly by applying issues that focus on race, gender, sexuality, or
politics.
To understand what CML actually is, it is important to discuss the five
components of media literacy. Media literacy scholar, Renee Hobbs, best explains the
five concepts below20:
1.) Understanding that all messages are constructions, created by authors
for specific purposes and making use of specific production practices and
construction techniques (the principle of non-transparency).
2.) Recognizing that audiences are active in the meaning-making process
as they make connections between the text and their own lived
experiences.
3.) Appreciating that different forms and genres of communication make
use of specific codes, conventions and symbolic forms.
4.) Understanding how values and ideologies are conveyed in media
messages in ways that represent certain world views and shape people’s
perceptions of social reality.
5.) Knowing that media messages, media industries and technologies of
communication exist within a larger cultural, historical, political,
economic and regulatory framework.
The objective of these concepts, as Hobbs writes, are “the theoretical underpinning of
media literacy,” and help educators teach the foundations of media literacy21. What they
state is that media contains messages that are meant to be deconstructed and understood,
and those messages can range in uniqueness. This means that the media itself can contain
messages that address issues of race, gender, history, politics, etc. Aside from these
components stating that media is meant be consumed by audiences, but also that
audiences are active viewers when they try to understand what the message is saying.
Simply put, the audience can formulate meanings from media texts (also known as

20

Hobbs, Rene. “Approaches to Instruction and Teacher Education in Media Literacy.”
United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization. 2007. Available at:
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0016/001611/161133e.pdf
21
See note 13.
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meaning making) from an image, and can make a connection from that piece of media to
something that is an experience of their own.
The person best suited to expand on meaning making is none other than Stuart
Hall. Much of Hall’s writing on popular culture focuses on audience reception, meaning
he sheds light on understanding what semiotics are, how we interpret signs, and how
media representations function. Hall’s writing is essential because not only does it
comment on how media representation works, but it also anchors my understanding of
critical media literacy. In order to discuss media literacy, I will refer to Hall’s
foundational text, Representation22. Hall applies semiotics (derived from linguistics and
structuralism) to the study of popular and celebrity culture; he argues persuasively that
one can read a media text and its imagery, and understand what the text is saying by
developing meaning from that text. Hall gives us the language to deconstruct
representation, and acknowledge that representation can be presented in a variety of
ways. Most importantly, Hall’s breakdown of semiotics and reception theory teaches us
that media texts have meanings that are open for a viewer’s interpretation.
Semiotics helps media users make sense of the media they are consuming, as he
views audiences as “producers of meaning.”23 Hall notes that semiotics is concerned with
“how language produces meaning,” meaning that semiotics is part of a coded language24
within media that helps viewers construct critical thinking skills and interest in
understanding the media they are consuming. Hall describes semiotics as such:

22

Evans, Jessie; Nixon, Sean (Ed.). Representation / Edited by Stuart Hall, Jessie Evans
and Sean Nixon. 2nd Ed., Sage Publications, 2013.
23
See footnote number 23.
24
Hall believes that language acts as a representational system that an audience member
can interpret. (Evans, Jessie; Nixon, Sean (Ed.), xvii)
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The underlying argument behind the semiotic approach is that, since all
cultural objects convey meaning, and all cultural practices depend on
meaning, they must make use of signs; and in so far as they do, they must
work like language works, and be amenable to an analysis.25
Semiotics is entrenched within the act of encoding and decoding media, as well as laying
foundations for deconstructing symbolism and interpretations of media. This act can also
be noted as “meaning making,” which simply translates to developing meaning from a
text. The concept of meaning making is something that I believe everyone does when
they see, hear, or read a media text. Meaning making proactively forces the media
consumer to develop a meaning behind the media text they are consuming.
Hall’s reception theory explores how encoded messages in media provide the
viewer with discourse; this means that the messages that are conveyed through media are
digested and comprehended by audience members (Hall, 1980).26 As Hall writes, this
discourse enables media producers to encode messages that audiences will decode, and
these messages often “have an effect, influence, entertain, instruct or persuade.” Hall’s
encoding/decoding theory rests firmly on his application of semiotics to popular culture.
He also argues that audiences experience three ways of reading: preferred/dominant
(easiest reading for the audience to decipher; reflects a larger hegemonic order in society
and reinforces status quo), negotiated (audience takes in what the creator and media are
saying, but has a different understanding on the content), and alternative/oppositional
(audience completely disregards messages from creator and media, and rejects them by
formulating their own reading of the text). Hall posits that media texts contain messages

25

Ibid, 21
Durham, Meenakshi Gigi, and Kellner, Douglas M. Media and Cultural Studies:
KeyWorks, Revised Edition. Blackwell Publishing, 2006. Pg. 163 - 173

26
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that producers convey, but those messages are up for individual interpretation. This
discourse makes up Hall’s reception theory – it centers the audience’s responses and their
ability to tap into their own critical thinking.
Hall also breaks down reading media representation in three different theories.
His first theory is a reflective approach, which Hall says meaning is transpired through
reflecting “the true meaning as it already exists in the world.”27 Hall argues that there is
meaning constructed in objects, people, ideas, or events, and that the meaning behind
these things are reflective. When we think of representation in Hall’s reflective sense,
you can imagine this theory as if you are looking in the mirror and your mirror image has
some sort of meaning behind it. This approach supports my argument on representation
the best; I believe that there is a strong representational connection between seeing a
media figure that has the same racialized or ethnic cultural background as yourself.
Hall’s second theory is that of an intentional approach, where the author of a
media text intends to have a meaning and “imposes his or her unique meaning on the
world through language.”28 This is important to think about when I discuss the likeability
and authenticity of the media figures I dissect. Aside from feeling a representational
connection, I believe audiences can form a connection with a media figure based on how
“real” they appear in the media they help construct. Having an intentionally authentic
persona as a celebrity causes audiences to view that celebrity as being genuine, and far
from the stereotype of celebrities being demanding, inaccessible, or rude to average
person.

27
28

Ibid, 10
Ibid, 10
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Lastly, Hall’s constructionist approach to representation centers the public’s
consumption of media. “Things don’t mean: we construct meaning, using
representational systems – concepts and signs,”29 says Hall. Contrary to the idea of media
intrinsically having meaning, one must instead develop meaning from a piece of media.
This concept is important to think about when reading the comments from social media
users. The comments that I’ve researched show that users are constructing meanings from
discussing about or even with representational figures who are of similar identities.
Hall’s theories can certainly assist us in understanding the foundations of
representational imagery, and how audiences can derive concepts and understanding from
media imagery. As stated previously in this thesis, I am looking at a kinship and virtual
relationship that forms within a certain racialized/gendered media representation. This
includes how fandoms initiate, but I am also equally drawn to how that kinship can be
broken, and a dislike for representation starts to grow. What I have observed in this
research is that when a celebrity has done something that seems “problematic,” and is of
the same gendered/racialized cultural background as a person who is seeing this figure’s
actions is that person has either deflected the situation to say that they are still an
advocate for their own cultural representation, or can completely steer clear of that
celebrity’s actions from their “problematic” action. This dichotomy is the potential
burden of identity-based representation, because celebrity followers can be torn between
shunning a figure for their actions, or giving them a pass and hoping they do not make
another mistake in the future. This is essential to think of for Latinx celebrities, who still
remain underrepresented in mainstream media.

29

Ibid, 11
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These questions bring about a few internet-based CML components that have
struck my personal interest. The concepts of “cancel” and “stan” culture have
exponentially risen on social media platforms since the mid to late 2010s. Users can
easily either become a part of a fandom for a celebrity (stanning), or stop liking a
celebrity based off comments or actions that person has done (cancelling). I pose that
stans could be related to Hall’s concept of a dominant audience, meaning audience
members instinctually agree with the celebrity that they are so captivated with, despite
negative actions that they might have done or said. In lieu of this, people who “cancel”
celebrities can be related to Hall’s concept of the oppositional audience, meaning that
they do not agree with the celebrity and if the celebrity has done an unforgivable action,
the audience member has the ability to experience their anger with that celebrity and
“cancel” them, by not associating themselves with any of the content that they produce.
Seemingly, both terms stemmed from media culture most popular amongst the millennial
generation; stanning stems from rapper Eminem’s song, “Stan” (2000),30 and cancelling
derives from Black Twitter31 (a Twitter community composed of Black users). Moreover,
both cancelling and stanning act as forms of digital labor, which in a digital space means
putting in a certain amount of time, effort, and work into social spaces (Fuchs, 2013).32
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I would like the readers of this thesis to think about these terms and theories
throughout the course of reading this paper. I say this because they are terms that I will
return to throughout my analysis, and they will help the reader’s understanding of CML.
Media consumers are consistently interpreting media in their own way, which to me,
means that media consumers are enacting their own CML when they come in contact
with a piece of media that is striking to them. I believe that a media consumer’s CML is
extremely important, especially when they see a celebrity that has a similar
racialized/ethnic cultural background as them. This importance stems from my own
interest in representational imagery. One of the driving forces for me constructing this
thesis is how I have personally idolized Latina figures in media, have followed their
careers closely, and have witnessed how they’re presenting their personae and personal
brand(s). Growing up with celebrities like Jennifer Lopez, Sofia Vergara, America
Ferrara, and Cardi B has helped me understand that U.S. Latinx representation does not
have one face. What I also quite enjoy is how people are talking about these figures, the
media they develop, and how the act of discussing a figure creates an unknown and quite
valuable CML that the person might not even be aware that they’re creating.
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I. LATINX VS HISPANIC: WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE?
In order to fully understand Latinx communities, it is necessary to construct a
timeline of how Latinx people have been categorized in the United States. To offer a brief
timeline, some of the major categorizations of Latinx peoples have shifted from 1960 to
2010 from “Hispanic” to “Latina/o” to “Latinx”. The creation of these categories, starting
with “Hispanic,” was intended for a “pan-ethnic classification,” as Cristina Mora (2014)33
has explained. Mora explores in her article, “Cross-Field Effects and Ethnic
Classification: The Institutionalization of Hispanic Panethnicity, 1965 to 1990,” the
creation of these classifications by the U.S. Census Bureau, and that they were direct
results of political and social movements, like the Chicano civil rights movement in the
1960s. At the same time, creating these labels encouraged advertisers and marketers to
target Latin American communities as consumers, and for political interest. However, the
justification for these classifications is unknown, and as Mora states, some scholars have
argued that attaching categories to resources makes “identifying with them more
attractive.”34
The category “Hispanic,” created by the U.S. Census Bureau, was used to help
categorize how people from a Spanish-speaking origin sit within the racial lines as White,
Black, sometimes Asian, and Indigenous classifications. Puerto Ricans and Mexicans
were originally identified as “White,” and called either “Spanish speaking Americans,” or
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“Americans with Spanish surnames.”35 Organizing groups like the National Council of
La Raza pushed for the U.S. Census to include Spanish-speaking folks on the census. At
the same time, higher education started to develop Ethnic Studies, Latin American,
Puerto Rican and Chicano Studies in the late 1960s, after protests for these courses were
taking place on campuses like San Francisco State University, and at City College, City
University of New York (CUNY) (Oboler, 1995). As Cubans and Puerto Ricans migrated
to New York City in the 1950s and 1960s, advertisers viewed Hispanics as a marketable
community, so much so that the earliest advertising boutiques were dedicated to Hispanic
markets and run by Cubans in South Florida (Dávila, 2001).
In 1970, the U.S. Census acknowledged “Spanish-speaking peoples” on the
census, and by the end of the decade, “Hispanic” was alongside the several other
categorical races (i.e. Caucasian, African American, American/Alaskan Native, Asian, or
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander). In the 1980s, Spanish-language media urged
Hispanics to identify with the term on the Census. Spanish-language television channels
like Univision, broadcasted ads for Hispanic people to “be a part of history” when filling
out their Census data. Today, the Census defines Hispanics/Latinxs as a person of
“Cuban, Puerto Rican, South or Central American, or other Spanish culture or origin
regardless of race.”36 Acknowledging the “regardless of race” is important because it
recognizes that “Hispanic” categorizes a person’s ethnicity and is not synonymous with
race. Despite the push to create a homogenous group, the term Hispanic only refers to
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those that have Spanish-speaking origins, which includes countries like Spain, but
excludes people from non-Spanish speaking countries like Brazil or Portugal.
This is where the term, “Latina/o” comes to fruition. Although the origins are not
as clear-cut as Hispanic, Latina/o offers a different understanding of Latin American
identification, as it refers to people who are from Latin American countries. While a good
chunk of Latinas/os speak Spanish, using the term Latinas/os includes people who solely
are not from Spanish-speaking countries, and those who are from Spanish-speaking
countries, but possibly speak another non-Spanish language (i.e. English, Portuguese,
indigenous like Mixtec, Quechua or Nathuatl). A variety of identities started to form from
the Latina/o ethnic identifier; terms like “Latin@”37 (the “@” includes both masculine
and feminine identities) and “Latine” (the “e” was already used for gender inclusive
words in the language - think of the word “estudiante”) were created to be more gender
inclusive, and to broaden and work outside of the masculine/feminine binary that
operates in Spanish language.
“Latinx” is another identifier that has gained popularity within millennial and
Generation Z spaces. Latinx began circulating in 2014, despite its usage in queer Latin
American spaces nearly a decade before, in 2004.38 The term came about for those who
felt outside of the Latina/o/@ binaries; it is a heterogeneous term that is not as
homogenizing as “Hispanic” was. Latinx gives space for people whose gender and sexual
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identities are outside of cis-gender and heteronormativity identities. In my research, I’ve
found that the people who are discussing what Latinx means, are doing so online.
Multiple blogs, alternative Latinx journalist websites, and videos are connecting the
general public to this term. Latinx has been seen across various prominent websites like
HuffPost39, alternative journalist websites like Remezcla40, featured as video content for
mitú41, and nationally featured on NBC News42.
While a substantial number of people use the term Latinx, there has been an
immense amount of pushback from those in academic spaces, to people in different age
groups. A study by ThinkNow, an agency that assists in Latinx marketing, found 98% of
Latinos do not identify with the term Latinx, and only 2% of their respondents “said the
label accurately describes them.”43 Unfortunately, the poll did not state what the term is
and its importance to LGBTQIA+ people, rather they focused on whether or not Latinx is
a fad term. A pair of college students at Swarthmore College claimed that Latinx “is a
blatant form of linguistic imperialism” and since it’s a term that’s mostly said in the
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United States, they believe “the term is virtually nonexistent in any Spanish –speaking
country.44
In “What’s in an ‘x’?: An Exchange about the Politics of “Latinx”, published in
the contemporary Latina/o/x Studies peer-reviewed Chiricú Journal, a variety of scholars
whose fields range from Linguistics, Sexuality and Gender, and Latin American Studies,
have an open discussion on using the “x”. Doctoral candidate in Folklore and
Ethnomusicology, Eric César Morales, believes that the “x” prevents “Spanish dominant
people from identifying with it,” because it doesn’t correlate to Spanish syntax45; Roy
Pérez, an Assistant Professor of English and American Ethnic Studies, believes that
“Latinx offers a decent alternative to that unnecessary imposition of gender”46. Sandra L.
Soto-Santiago, Assistant Professor in English, gives readers her own understanding of the
term in relation to gender binaries and sexuality spectrums47:
“The use of the “x” goes beyond the issue of gender because it attempts to
be inclusive of all those who identify as part of the super diverse Latinx
population and to embrace our unique-ness within the Latinx community.
This includes gender, sexual preferences, and transnationality, among
many others. I feel that what we gain by using this term is the awareness
of the complexities that come with individual and collective identities.”
I believe Soto-Santiago’s definitions is the most precise definition of what Latinx
means. There is a disconnection that several of these academics are experiencing, which
is that they suspect that every Latin American person around the world would like to be
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called Latinx, or that it will break up the Spanish language, which is simply not true.
Those who wish to identify as Latinx are doing so based upon their gender and/or sexual
identity; the objective of Latinx is inclusivity, nothing more and nothing less. The theory
that the “x” erases Spanish’s already gendered language also does not add up, as Spanish
is a colonizing language itself, and was originally used as an imperialist language on
indigenous Latin American people48. Historically speaking, the “x” was very present in
indigenous languages, prior to the Spanish colonization (Parodi, 2006)49.
As a non-Spanish speaking person, myself, I can understand that using the “x”
would be confusing in the context of gendered terms, and to be fair, Latinx has not been
on the general public’s radar until recently. It is understandable that Latin American
communities might not understand what the word means, or frankly how to use it.
However, what is most troubling is that people cannot comprehend that this word is
meant for inclusiveness, and if people do not identify outside of the binary, those people
simply do not have to identify as Latinx. At the same time, there has been a surge of
younger generations using Latinx, and doing so on digital platforms. With Latinx gaining
traction, we must keep in mind that language develops with time and generations (as we
saw with Hispanic/Latino), and it seems as if Latinx is here to stay.
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II. ON THE 6: CASE STUDIES AND MEDIA IMPACT
I wanted to break down the impact of two very influential Latinx figures in pop
culture. I’ve selected Jennifer Lopez and Cardi B, whom respectively, are musicians,
actors, influencers, and most importantly, media mavens. As someone who personally
follows their careers, and is a fan of each artist, I’ve realized that each figure has a
complicated relationship with digital and print media (i.e. social media, tabloids).
Jennifer Lopez, the pop star who has been the center of the study of Latina representation
in academia (Guzmán, 2004, 2010), is the subject of the tabloids following her every
move since the early 2000’s “tabloid era” to documenting her 50th birthday tour on
YouTube.50 Cardi B went from gaining fame on the app, Vine, to having to defend
herself on Instagram against people who believed that she did not deserve to win a
Grammy for “Best Rap Album” in 2019.51 Needless to say, each artist has received their
fair share of attention across different forms of media. Jennifer Lopez’s celebrity fame
started pre-social media, and in light of this I examine tabloids, digital media clippings,
and academic writings on Lopez. Since Cardi B is newer to fame and does not have as
much of a following yet in academia, I analyze multiple social media feeds, which might
include her own, as well as media clippings from various shows she has starred in, and
blog posts.
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When discussing these two figures, it’s important to distinguish their racialized,
gendered, and classed selves. While both women identify as Latina, Jennifer Lopez is of
Puerto Rican decent, and Cardi B is of Trinidadian and Dominican decent. As Cardi has
publicly discussed her racialized heritage as a Black woman, she is also known to refer to
herself as “Caribbean,” a typical identifier for people of Latin American backgrounds that
have Caribbean roots. Lopez on the other hand has only identified as Latina but has not
identified her race; one can only assume that she is White, and has not alluded to any
Indigenous, Black, or Asian racial ancestry.
It is also worth noting that both musical artists grew up in the Bronx, NY, a borough
of New York City that is the birthplace of the hip-hop musical genre, and known as a
borough known for its Latinx immigrant enclave. The Bronx is a borough often
acknowledged for its many low-income neighborhoods, and has become affiliated with
recreational drug use, and high crime rates. Most recently, a 2018 New York Post online
article stated that New York City’s murder rates have raised due to gang violence, and of
the five boroughs that make up the city, the Bronx saw an increase of 64.5% homicides
since 201752. However, the Bronx functions just as much like any other borough in NYC,
where there are several neighborhoods that house middle and upper middle-class folks
which is found typically in the north Bronx, and lower- and working-class folks that tend
to live in the South Bronx53.
Despite both figures having a history in the Bronx, each celebrity had vastly
different experiences growing up in within New York City. Lopez grew up in Castle Hill,
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a northern Bronx neighborhood with little crime rates and close to Westchester County.
Her family was one of middle class – her father worked as a computer technician, her
mother was a homemaker, and Lopez had the privilege to attend Catholic school. Cardi B
grew up in High Bridge in the South Bronx, and Washington Heights in Upper
Manhattan, two areas that have higher crime rates than Castle Hill. Her family consisted
of working-class parents, and attended public elementary and high schools. Both artists
acknowledge and “represent” their borough in their work, which will be explored later
on.
For both celebrities, various news and digital media outlets that have either
worked in their benefit or deterred their stardom and/or personal lives. By this I mean
how the “tabloid era” of the early 2000s – 2010s played a role in disrupting multiple
personal relationships for Jennifer Lopez, as the invasiveness of Hollywood’s paparazzi
affected her engagement with actor, Ben Affleck. Or how multiple blogs and internet
sources exposed Cardi B’s fiancée, Migos rapper Offset (Kiari Cephus), for cheating on
her after their engagement, which has now led to Cardi B’s indictment by a Grand Jury
over a physical altercation at a strip club in Queens, NY54.
Each of these celebrities also have their own respective relationships to
respectability politics55, especially with how they present themselves in the media. For
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marginalized groups, respectability requires performing bourgeois aesthetics and morals
complemented by reinforcing traditional gender roles. For Lopez and Cardi B,
respectability is critical, particularly when trying to understand each celebrity as a whole
(Báez, 2006)56. For example, after allegedly being involved in a club shooting and getting
arrested with former beau and hip-hop industrial mogul and artist Sean Combs
(Diddy/P.Diddy), Lopez moves towards respectability by removing herself from her
relationship with Combs as she distances herself from a scandal that could have
potentially derailed her career. Cardi B on the other hand moves away from respectability
politics, as she expresses herself freely, and is not ashamed for her involvement with
gang lifestyles or her past career as a stripper.
While doing this research, I was intrigued by my own understanding of star
studies, and the amount of analysis that happens alongside the career histories of each of
these stars. I found myself looking at content produced by these celebrities, and examined
how the media has shaped the public’s interest in watching the rise or demise of a
celebrity. In doing so, I looked to Richard Dyer’s writing on star studies, best
encapsulated in his book, Heavenly Bodies. I bring up Dyer’s work because his writing is
not only pertinent to understanding critical media literacy, but his spectatorship theory
can deepen our understanding of how the average person could makes sense of a star’s
image57. In his book introduction, Dyer analyses how audiences publicly examine stars,
which makes up the overall phenomenon of the star itself. As Dyer looks at how the star
is produced, he deconstructs the “personhood” of the star, that people can relate to. This
56
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is a point that I will look into further, particularly in relation to Lopez and her aim to
depict herself as a humble celebrity, as being grateful for her celebrity status in the song
“Jenny from The Block” (2002), and when talking about Cardi B acting authentically like
herself.
As Dyer explains below, the star is also important to the people that follow their
careers and personal lives58:
How anything in society is made, how making is organised and
understood, is inseparable from how we think people are, how they
function, what their relation to making is. The complex way in which we
produce and reproduce the world in technologically developed societies
involves the ways in which we separate ourselves into public and private
persons, producing and consuming persons and so on, and the ways in
which we as people negotiate and cope with those divisions. Stars are
about all of that, and are one of the most significant ways we have for
making sense of it all. That is why they matter to us, and why they are
worth thinking about.
What is intriguing about Dyer’s writing is that he finds star images are extensive,
multimedia, and intertextual images, meaning that a star’s image can have a multitude of
meanings across their singing, acting, or personal entities. Dyer also notes that “star
images have histories, and histories that outlive the star’s own lifetime” (Dyer, 3). This
can be argued that the star’s history can impact the lives of those who interact with the
star, which is very relevant to the effective use of “stanning” or “cancelling” a celebrity.
While diving into these two case studies, I would like to point out just who is
controlling the narratives of these celebrities. For Lopez, there are many moments in her
career where it seems like her marketing team is trying sway her in the right direction of
keeping her image, and a few times where it seems that she is trying to market herself as
just a girl who made it out of the Bronx, albeit one who seemingly created an empire in
58
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Hollywood with the help of the famous manager, Benny Medina. For Cardi B, her
narratives seem to be self-directed in contrast to a publicity team.
Jennifer Lopez: The Original “Influencer” in a Green Versace Dress
Jennifer Lopez’s career began with her dancing days on Fox’s In Living Color
(1990-1994), as part of the all-woman Fly Girl dance troupe led by fellow New York
Latina, Rosie Perez. Lopez gained global notoriety for her role of Selena Quintanilla in
Gregory Nava’s biopic, Selena (1997). Despite being from a Puerto Rican background,
Lopez was able to play the Mexican-American singer, based off of their similar
voluptuous body shapes (most importantly, their large derrieres), and the centralizing
Latinidad that Selena’s music brought about.59 Selena became a cross-cultural musician
in Latinx and Latin American communities, and as Lopez acted upon this inter-Latinidad,
she received high acclaim for her role and even garnered a Golden Globes nomination in
1998.
It is worth noting that Lopez playing Quintanilla created a homogenous “Latina
look.” As Frances Aparicio notes, the Mexican-American community did not accept this
pan-Latinidad, as fans were upset and resisted seeing Selena, because they did not think it
was fair for a Puerto Rican woman to emulate a Mexican-American woman. Allowing
Lopez to pass for Quintanilla amplifies Aparicio’s idea of a singular “Latina look.”60
Frances Aparicio notes that Quintanilla’s fusion of Tejano and popular music broadened
her presence outside of the Mexican and Mexican American communities, which created
a broadened Latinx identity through her music. As Lopez somewhat “looked the part” to
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play Selena based off of Lopez’s similar body figure to Quintanilla, the two had major
Latinx cultural and generational differences.
Through a series of acting in B-movie nineties roles like Money Train (1995),
Jack (1996) and Anaconda (1997), Lopez regained her acting buzz from her performance
in Out of Sight (1998), a neo-noir film where she co-starred alongside George Clooney.
While being back on the media circuit, it was only two years later that she released her
first music single “If You Had My Love,” promptly off of her first music studio release,
On The 6 (1999), a nod to her New York City beginnings of riding the Bronx-bound “6”
subway train. With hits like “Feelin’ So Good,” “Waiting for Tonight,” and collaborating
with rappers Fat Joe, producer Sean “Diddy” Combs, and Lopez’s future ex-husband
Marc Anthony, Jennifer Lopez was bound to add musical credits to her growing career.
Lopez’s career skyrocketed with 2000s films like The Cell (2000), The Wedding
Planner (2001), Enough (2002), three albums (J.Lo (2001), J to the L-O! The Remixes
(2002), This is Me…Then (2002)), a clothing and accessory line (J.Lo by Jennifer Lopez),
and her first fragrance (Glow by Jennifer Lopez). Lopez was creating an empire, but at
this point in her career, the topic of conversation in the press seemed to be centered on
Lopez’s body. She was known to make heads turn, as her curvy figure became a major
topic of tabloid conversation (Molina Guzmán, 2010). At the same time, while Lopez was
filming these movies, it was known that she either acted as a White woman (she plays
Italian-American in The Wedding Planner, or ethnically ambiguous in Enough).
At the 42nd Grammy’s in February of 2000, Lopez wore what is now known as
“The Dress:” a green Versace silk chiffon, tropical-print translucent dress (see Fig.1).
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The gown notoriously features a low neckline, which goes past Lopez’s navel, showcased
some of her breast cleavage, and a set of delicately placed jewels sat right on her waist.

Figure 1: Jennifer Lopez in the green Versace dress at the 42nd annual GRAMMY Awards in 200061

As Lopez presented the first award of the night for Best R&B Album with actor David
Duchovny, Duchovny says into the microphone, “This is the first time in five or six years
that no one is looking at me.”62 It has been well noted that due to the high public demand
to see the dress, a Google Image Search was created.63
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Lopez became an instant success in Hollywood and the music industry, and along
the way, her romantic life was frequently covered in the U.S. tabloids (National
Enquirer, Star, OK! Magazine, People). Within the time span of her public career, Lopez
was critiqued for her body (especially her butt), had three marriages, and two marital
engagements. But out of all her tabloid coverage, her involvement with high profile
celebrities were the most important aspect of Lopez’s life for the tabloids. During her
relationship with Sean “Diddy” Combs, the pair were connected in a 1999 shooting at
Club New York, and eventually arrested for that night.64 Lopez didn’t face any charges
and Combs was later acquitted of the charges of possession of a firearm and bribery.65
The pair ended their relationship in 2001 to which Lopez regarded that Combs was
unfaithful to her, and was quoted for saying her life in the relationship was “in a
tailspin.”66 As I noted earlier, Lopez likely distanced herself from Combs not only for
personal reasons of being associated with racialized violence, but also to avoid scandal in
her career.
Soon after her relationship with Combs, Lopez entered into a huge celebrity
relationship with actor/director, Ben Affleck. Affleck and Lopez’s relationship was
known as one of many couples that dated during the trend of forming a super couple
64
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portmanteau; in this case they were commonly known as “Bennifer.” The couple went
through just about every single tabloid cover you could imagine. This included coverage
about their romance heating up on the set of their film, Gigli (2003), to the aftermath of
Lopez’s second divorce to former back up dancer, Chris Judd, to news about her pink
$2.5 million Harry Winston engagement ring when Affleck proposed to her, and rumors
that swirled regarding Affleck’s wild night out at a strip club and cheating allegations.
However, the press did not stop focusing their attention on Lopez once her
relationship with Affleck fizzled in 2004. The tabloids kept coming during the 10 years
of dating and married life with singer, Marc Anthony. And even recently, Lopez is still
on the covers of tabloids once again, with her new fiancée, former Major League
Baseball player, Alex “A-Rod” Rodriguez. What is fascinating about Lopez’s career is
that she is truly a part of the tabloid era, and still remains at the center of it. Figure 2
features a series of magazine and newspaper covers that span Lopez’s relationships, from
2000–2019.
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Figure 2: Compilation of tabloid covers featuring Jennifer Lopez with Sean “Diddy” Combs, Ben
Affleck, Marc Anthony, and Alex Rodriguez (People (2003), Us Weekly (2014), Paper Magazine
(2018), Daily Mail (2017))

What is important to mention is the way that Lopez is being featured in these tabloids.
While seemingly happy photos of Lopez are predominant on these covers, daunting text
surrounds all of them. The most standout reaction selectively featured on all of these
tabloids is the National Enquirer cover, with Lopez’s face with the glaring words of ARod cheating on her. All the of the other covers seemingly show a smiling Lopez while
“Trouble,” “Hell,” and doubts about her impending wedding surround smiling images of
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her. These covers foreground an effect of drama and scandals swirling around Lopez, and
it seems as if her romantic relationships are always at the forefront of the public.
I would like to pause to critically deconstruct one of Lopez’s most popular songs,
“Jenny from The Block” (2002)67, which was composed during her relationship with
Affleck. I am selecting this song to focus on because historically, the Affleck/Lopez
relationship garnered the most publicity in the early 2000s, and the song addresses
Lopez’s “real” self, amongst the tabloid scandals and covers she was a part of. The song
showcases Lopez creating a narrative of own perspective amongst the tabloids, which
disrupt the media’s crafting of her personae and her romantic relationship(s). Discussing
this piece furthers Dyer’s understanding of the “personhood” behind the star, meaning
that this song breaks down the public and the private tabloid media imagery of Lopez,
straight from herself.
The gist of “Jenny from the Block” is for the public to know that Lopez is still a
“down to Earth” person, despite being a celebrity. Her famous lyrics, “Don’t be fooled by
the rocks that I got / I’m still I’m still Jenny from the block” are intended to state that
Lopez’s audience should not be easily swayed by the tabloid covers, and to instinctually
believe that she is just your average woman from the Bronx who happened to “make it”
in Hollywood. There are many moments where Lopez tries to “represent” herself as
being from the Bronx in this song. Lopez references “the block,” which is meant to be
symbolic of her Bronx background, and she sings “No matter where I go, I know where I
came from,” to which she answers herself by yelling, “from the Bronx!” There are also
several instances in the song where audiences hear a rapper saying “the south south
67
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Bronx” repeatedly. It is unknown to me why Lopez chose to include “the south south
Bronx” line in this song, particularly because it directly contradicts her actual middle
class, northern Bronx beginnings. But if we are to think about Lopez’s visibility, her aim
by referencing the Bronx overall, is to locationally represent to her audience that she
originally came from a borough whose demographics consist of mostly working-class
and low-class residents.
There are multiple ways that Lopez tries to humble, and advocate for herself in
this song; she sings about how she “used to have a little” and now she “has a lot,” wealth
wise, and within the first verse of the song, Lopez sings about transitioning her career
from being Fly Girl, to creating music, and starring in films. To emphasize this, Lopez
sings about how she’s “grown up so much” and stays “grounded as the amounts roll in,”
which suggests to audience members that she acknowledges the wealth she has
accumulated by remembering her (not so) humble beginnings. She breaks this
“humblebrag,” as some on the internet might say, by telling the audience, “I’m real, I
thought I told you,” which references another set of songs entitled, “I’m Real” (2001)68,
that Lopez created69 where she sings about being an authentically honest and truthful
person, with lyrics like “I’m real, what you get is what you see.” This authenticity is
echoed again at the end of the first verse of “Jenny from The Block,” particularly when
Lopez sings “Nothin’ phony, don’t hate on me / What you get is what you see.” Lopez is
setting the tone that her actual “personhood,” is nothing like how the tabloids and the
public have perceived her. She is saying to both the audience and the press, that she
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knows how she’s presented and how her lifestyle may look, but she is not only grateful
for the celebrity life she has earned, but for being the same genuine person she was
before she became a pop star.
The video for “Jenny from The Block” is also crucial to Lopez’s life in the 2000s,
particularly during her relationship with Affleck. The video is centered on capturing
intimate, behind the scenes moments of Lopez’s life. There are several shots of what
looks to be a security footage tape in Lopez’s hotel room. There are multiple cuts and
frames that show Lopez dancing on a platform in the middle of the street, bringing
viewers’ attention to her and her body, where she constantly lifts up her shirt to show off
her abdominal muscles and her navel. These consistent images are cut with Lopez
changing her clothes while topless, doing a photo shoot while wearing a torso-long white
fur jacket, swim bottoms, and high heels, and voyeuristic paparazzi like snapshots of
Lopez and Affleck on a yacht where Affleck caresses Lopez’s butt. All of these shots can
symbolize the obsessive and fetishistic view the media has on Lopez’s curves.

Figure 3: Stills from “Jenny from The Block” (2002)
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Viewers also get a glimpse through a camera lens of Lopez at dance rehearsals,
Lopez shopping with the paparazzi outside of a shop, Lopez and Affleck watching out for
paparazzi while pumping gas into their car, and the pair eating lunch while an argument
ensues between the two which was a play on the paparazzi fabricating a storyline (Lopez
was in discomfort from having an eyelash caught in her eye). While going along with the
tone that “Jenny from the Block” sets with authenticating yourself, Lopez’s objective is
to break down circulating rumors.
“Jenny from The Block” demonstrates how easy it is for a celebrity to create their
own media persona, and that they are privileged enough to be in the position to craft the
image that they present to the public. There is a certain connection that the tabloid era
shares with the amount that social media users share on their designated platform, today.
By this I mean that the person putting out the media content is the one that’s controlling
their narrative, and they are independently deciding what image they’re constructing.
“Jenny From the Block” is that moment for Lopez; Lopez and her team noticed the toll
the tabloids were taking on her relationship with Affleck (she is quoted for saying that
there was a lot of pressure on their relationship and that they were together at the “birth
of the tabloids”70), and she decided to craft a public, chart topping narrative that allowed
people to understand her side of the tabloid stories.
Cardi B: Sex Work, Bloody Shoes, and the #BardiGang
Cardi B is arguably, one of 2019’s biggest pop stars, and one that cultivated a
career spawning from her social media accounts like Instagram, Twitter, and Vine. With

70

Chiu, Gary. “Jennifer Lopez Says There Was ‘Genuine Love’ Between Her and Ben
Affleck” People, 25 Mar 2016, https://people.com/celebrity/jennifer-lopez-says-therewas-genuine-love-with-ben-affleck/. Accessed on 19, Dec. 2019
Castellar 37

consistently using Instagram Live to dispel tabloid headlines of her, or to even publicly
announce huge life moments on the app, like the birth of her daughter, Cardi B has
utilized her social media to be her own publicist, to curate a full user experience of
getting to know who she is.
Cardi B, born Belcalis Almanzar in Washington Heights, grew up in the High
Bridge neighborhood of the Bronx; according to the website, Neighborhood Scout, a
majority of High Bridge’s population is Latino71 and 44% of High Bridge is compiled of
immigrants who were born outside of the United States. These statistics are certainly
pertinent to Almanzar’s being, as both of her working-class parents migrated to the U.S.,
and she is of both Trinidadian and Dominican decent. Growing up, Cardi attended
performing arts high school, Renaissance High School for Musical Theater &
Technology, and as a teenager, she became involved in a gang lifestyle.
In a 2018 GQ profile, Cardi admitted to being a part of the gang, The Bloods72.
Her association with the gang is something that fans of her music only speculated
(particularly referencing the lyrics, “bloody shoes,” in her chart-topping hit, “Bodak
Yellow” (2017)) without concrete evidence. At 16, Almanzar hung out with Blood
members, and at 19, she officially became a part of the gang herself (see Fig. 4), which
she addressed on her Twitter account, years later.
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Figure 4: Cardi B admitting to gang activity on her Twitter account73

Cardi later went on to attend CUNY community college, Borough of Manhattan
Community College (BMCC) for a short period of time. While attending classes,
Almanzar started working at the Tribeca location of the grocer Amish Market, where at
the suggestion of her manager, Almanzar started a career in sex work, by stripping at
Manhattan strip club, Satin Dolls74. As Cardi started to work at various clubs around New
York City, she quit her job at the market, dropped out of classes at BMCC, and was
stripping full-time. In a video interview about her stripping career, Cardi B explains that
she left school at the expense of a domestic violence relationship, and sought to strip fulltime in order to end that relationship, to have the means to live on her own75. “When I
was a stripper, I didn’t give a fuck about gangs, because I was so focused on making
73
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money,” says Cardi in GQ76. Cardi sought out stripping as her lifeline, and saw it as the
only solution to help her get out of the gang, as well as her violent relationship.
During Cardi’s stripping career, her interest in music started to evolve; it was not
long after working in the clubs that Almanzar started releasing songs on her Soundcloud
profile. After gaining notability in the clubs, Cardi started gaining traction on her
personal social media accounts, like Vine and Instagram accounts. As quoted from a
2015 Complex interview, Cardi had the following to say about her videos77:
When I started doing videos and everything I just took a camera and was like,
talking about how corny guys are, how corny bitches are. Just doing jokes that I
do with my friends. A lot of people when they meet me will be like, you are just
like your Instagram video. I’m like, bitch I know. That’s who I am. I’m not trying
to be funny for Instagram. People just like my voice or my fucked-up-ass teeth or
something.
In analyzing this content, it is clear that Cardi has some self-reflexivity here – she
conceptually knows the image that she is presenting. It also displays that she knows that
social media is a format which, like Jennifer Lopez similarly did with the tabloids, allows
you to curate your own persona. Earlier Cardi B videos show us that she’s a funny,
interesting, visually attractive, and a “go-getter” like person. She is well known for a
Vine video where she wears nothing but a silver and black multi-strapped bra, a curve
hugging pencil skirt, and high heels, in what appears to be a hotel hallway; Cardi is
quoted as saying, “It’s cold outside but I’m still looking like a thottie, cause a hoe never
gets cold.”78 The other perception of Cardi’s account is that she is scantily clad, and can
be perceived in a fetishized heterosexual male gaze. This, to some, can foster the idea of
the “exotic” Latina stereotype, where Latinx women are primarily sexualized for their
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curves, which as we saw was the same with Lopez, and even earlier Latina stars like
Carmen Miranda79. Alongside Cardi’s career in an industry that primarily capitalizes off
of Black and Latinx women’s bodies, audiences can read Almanzar as a hypersexualized
woman of color.
After gaining a following on social media spaces, Cardi B became a cast member
of Love and Hip Hop: New York (2011-), a reality TV show that centers on the personal
lives and romantic relationships of rappers and hip-hop music producers. Almanzar spent
her time as a cast member for seasons 6 & 7, and throughout the two seasons Cardi
appeared on the show, viewers watched Cardi become involved in multiple fistfights and
caught in love triangles. When first introduced on the show, Cardi mentions herself as a
“regular, degular, shmegular girl from the Bronx,” and that she has a fiancée who, at the
time, was incarcerated. However, Cardi consistently cared about her music career and the
image she presented in her professional life.
During Cardi’s time on the show, her music career started to skyrocket, and along
the way Cardi released multiple singles, and two mixtapes (Gangsta Bitch Music, Vol. 1
(2016), and Gangsta Bitch Music, Vol. 2 (2017)), causing her to eventually leave the
show. In 2017, Cardi performed at music festivals like Hot 97’s Summer Jam80, and
released her chart-topping hit, “Bodak Yellow.” The song, which details Cardi’s success
in the hip-hop industry through her hard work and past as a sex worker, helped Cardi gain
an even bigger following than she already had; this was evident as the song topped the
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U.S. Billboard Hot 100 list at number one for three weeks in a row.81 This was historic
because Cardi was the second female rapper to hit this spot with a solo song since Lauryn
Hill premiered her single, “Doo Wop (That Thing),” in 1998.82 Cardi performed “Bodak
Yellow,” on live shows like Jimmy Kimmel Live!, and was even nominated for two
Grammy Awards for “Best Rap Performance,” and “Best Rap Song.”83
2017 was also a huge year for Cardi romantically, where she started dating rapper
Kiari Cephus, most commonly known as Offset in the rap trio, Migos. As their
relationship developed, they also collaborated on the songs “Lick” (2017) and
“Motorsport” (2017). The pair became engaged in October 2017, as Offset publicly
proposed to Cardi while onstage84, but were allegedly married in secret in September
2017.85 A mere six months after their engagement, Cardi announced the pregnancy of
their first child during her first performance on Saturday Night Live (1975-), as she
showed off her baby bump in a form fitting dress.86 Despite the pair welcoming a
daughter in July 2018, their relationship has not always been perfect, especially when
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they have broken up on numerous occasions due to a series of infidelity rumors with
Offset and multiple women, and Cardi publicly announcing their separation on social
media.87
As we can see, Cardi B’s name became a household item; her relationship was
covered primarily on U.S. entertainment websites and tabloids, and she released her first
album, Invasion of Privacy (2018), which led to her Grammy win of “Best Rap Album”
at the 61st Grammy Awards in 201988. Cardi even picked up a devoted fan base on social
media who are referred to as the #BardiGang, in honor of her “Bardi” nickname89. Since
then, Cardi B has released a series of hit songs like “Money” (2018), and “Press” (2019)
and collaborated with popular musical artists like Bruno Mars, Fat Joe, Maroon 5, and
most importantly, Jennifer Lopez. She later stared alongside Lopez in the film Hustlers
(2019), a story about lives and careers of several New York strippers, post the 2008 stock
market crash and recession.
There is a reason why audiences love Cardi B, and one of which is that she is a
person who has always felt comfortable saying what is on her mind. Many who have
interacted with Cardi B, whether they are fans or co-workers, have said her ability to say
whatever she felt is a sign of her being authentic. Cardi’s music producer, J. White, has
expressed that sentiment, by explaining that Cardi’s authenticity is what makes her real.
“It’s real. It’s authentic. Like name me another female rapper who is as real as Cardi B
right now. She literally says what she wants to say in song form and we all like it,” says
Truong, Kimberly. “Everything We Know About Cardi B and Offset's Breakup.” The
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White90. This authenticity and realness in Cardi B are traits we can relate to Lopez and
Dyer; Cardi B showcases her “personhood” and by breaking the wall between her fans
and the media that reports on her by crafting her own tweets, Instagram captions, and
recording her own Instagram (Live or storied) videos. This shows that there is no
difference between public and private with her, because Cardi uses African-American
Vernacular English (AAVE) and will address rumors and media misreporting almost
instantly.
Much like we saw with Jennifer Lopez, one of the ways to situate a celebrity as
being “real” is by taking control of their own narrative, and Cardi B does that through her
social media feeds. Cardi is well known for assertively calling out gender inequality in
romantic and/or sexual relationships. At the same time, she is aware of how others
perceive her as hypersexual, by taking this on as part of her self-identifications (e.g.,
refers to herself as a “hoe” in her Vine video; has talked about her breasts on LHH: NY91).
At the same time, Cardi has utilized her social media accounts constructively, by
addressing key issues in U.S. politics. In several since deleted videos, Cardi has taken to
her Instagram account to discuss issues like gun control and social class differences92.
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She’s gone viral for her comments on the 2018-19 U.S. Government shutdown93, and
created a personal relationship with 2020 hopeful presidential candidate, Bernie Sanders,
so much so that Bernie and Cardi filmed a talk about issues of police brutality, politics,
and the economy, at a nail salon in Detroit, MI94 (see Fig. 5).

Figure 5: Cardi B and Bernie Sanders in conversation95

Another noteworthy topic that Cardi has talked about is feminism and women’s
empowerment. A variety of audiences read Cardi’s time on LHH: NY as feminist96, and
audiences have taken note of how much Cardi talks about female empowerment97. The
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rapper is not shy about talking about her feminism and what that means to her – she is
aptly known for a 2016 Instagram video98 she posted where she explains that the basic
definition of feminism is the equality between (cis) men and women, and she says that
being a feminist is “something so great,” and that she is going to continue to “encourage
any type of woman,” and that the women she’s encouraging do not necessarily need to be
a woman like herself. By referring to herself, one could interpret that Cardi means
someone who is very open with their sexuality, career driven, or even unapologetically
acts as themselves.
These pieces of evidence show that Cardi B contributes to hip hop feminism and
politics in both her music and self-crafted persona in social media and press. Cardi’s
videos, both on social media and her music videos99, are very gender performative (Cardi
breastfeeds a baby in her video for “Money”) because she puts herself into perspective by
creating a narrative where she is asserting herself, all while explaining equality. We must
acknowledge that this is even more radical for Cardi to make these statements
considering that she is a Black Latina woman, and proactively making space for herself
within feminism and politics like many Black women and women of color have done so
before, both in activist100 and hip-hop spaces101. Combining hip-hop and feminism is
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something that has well been studied in the academy (Cooper, 2013; Durham, 2013;
Richardson, 2007), and a continuing field of interest.
But amidst Cardi utilizing social media to address important popular topics, she’s
also been at the center of multiple controversies, with one of the biggest being of Cardi
making transphobic comments. Cardi has been reprimanded thoroughly on social media
platforms after several incidents where she has used a derogatory term for transgender
people. In September 2018, Cardi fans found a meme posted to her Facebook account,
that uses the slur “tr---y;”102 and shortly after, a video resurfaced of Cardi using the same
word, where she suggests that she would punish a male partner who cheats on her by
taking part in a threesome with a trans woman, only to reveal after having intercourse that
she is a “tr---y.”103What Cardi is suggesting here as revenge, is an absolute dangerous act,
particularly because she is perpetuating the idea that trans women are viewed as men,
meaning that her male partner would be viewed as gay for having slept with a man, and
insinuating that her male partner would be so enraged with her, that there would
potentially be serious violent consequences. Particularly in this context, what is seen to
Cardi as a joke or an act of personal retaliation is actually a form of endangerment,
because nearly 77% of trans people have experienced inter-partner violence, and if Cardi
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is suggesting hiring a sex worker to have this threesome, nearly 41% of trans sex workers
have been physically assaulted while working104.
Immediately following suit, a trending hashtag started entitled
#CardiBIsOverParty, where several trans celebrities like actress Laverne Cox105 weighed
in on the tweet controversy. The rapper took to Twitter to talk about being “cancelled,”
and a series of social media users either defended her actions, or even suggested that
people of the LGBTQ+ community should educate Cardi on why her actions were
offensive and how to help her not make the same mistake again. This, is best shown in
figure 6106, below:
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Figure 6: Twitter conversation about educating Cardi B on LGBTQ+ issues

Here, we can see the “cancelling” and “stanning” effect happening: fans of Cardi B are
proactively stanning her, in the sense of forgiving her actions and moving past them, or
taking the route of ignoring other social media users’ anger and deeming them as
“hating” on Cardi. The users who have cancelled Cardi have done so in light of their
rightful anger towards her and acknowledged her actions are insulting an entire
community. We also cannot ignore the action in the tweets above of having the general
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public educate or enlighten a celebrity for an act of bad behavior that they did. In this
scenario, we also have to note that this action is meant to happen from an LGBTQ+
perspective, by providing an amount of digital labor that is both unpaid and timely.
Seemingly, we can note that a series of digital labor processes are happening here,
because we can see the affectual emotions that arise from seeing something in a digital
space. We can also refer back to Hall’s theories on semiotics, and meaning making
through a constructionist approach, because social media users are taking the time to
process it, digest it, and react to Cardi’s tweets. This will be further explored while
analyzing social media posts through an intersectional lens, in the next section.
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III. PRESS, PRESS, PRESS, PRESS: COMMENTARY SCHOLARSHIP
For this portion of the thesis, I examine how critical media literacy is being
performed in online communities, much like the #CardiBIsOver debacle on Twitter.
What I am mainly examining is how users are interacting with and discussing these
star figures, particularly through intersecting identity approaches, which take into
account gendered and racialized lived experiences. The objective of this section is to
understand digital scholarship, meaning the critical media literacy that is formed
through accessible digital spaces, and examine how sending a Tweet, creating a viral
hashtag like #RepresentationMatters, or viewing an image on a screen creates CML.
I want to highlight that the two online platforms I am drawing from are accessible
sites where people all over the world are able to create their own CML and media
criticism. Creating this space allows people to not only connect with other users that they
do not know, but it also helps users create media literacy as they read and consume a
piece of media, together. This education is not limited to a classroom, and frequently
happens on websites like ScreenPrism107, an online platform where users can curate
online articles that center media and film theories.
This form of public scholarship is not lost on academia; recently historians have
taken to Twitter to create tweet threads about factual pieces of history108. Instead of
writing a lengthy article to get a point across, they have found a way to present one
argument and support it with evidence in a series of tweets. Developing critical media
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literacy outside of classroom settings are concepts that have also been written about
within the Latin American and Latina/o/x Studies field. Both Lucila Vargas (2009)109 and
Vicki Mayer (2003)110 have written about how second-generation Latinx youth consume
Spanish-language and English-language media, in relation to their first-generational
parents who mostly consume Spanish-language media. Jillian Báez (2018)111 also has
written about Latinx media consumption, and studied how media literacy should be
taught both inside and outside of classroom spaces. When deconstructing media literacy
as a form of civic engagement, Baez writes that not only does this involve “learning how
to deconstruct media texts, but also understanding oneself as a player within the media
system who can advocate and/or contest media production, ownership, and content.112”
My larger interest in examining this topic and these artists is questioning what the
reactions are to these figures via their media presentation. Having an interest into these
celebrities’ lives, particularly if the person has the same race, ethnicity, or gender
expression creates a feeling of kinship and belonging; in doing so a virtual kinship is
digitally created between two users. Average people can see an image of a representation
of themselves in Hollywood, and can read that image as an important figure for
marginalized communities. It is as if knowing a celebrity’s racialized and ethnic makeup
is similar to the user, creates a homogenized feeling of “being proud” to share the same
heritage as that star. This identifying pride is important for marginalized people because
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they feel connected to the celebrity on the basic level of their race/ethnicity, their gender
expression, or even both.
Interpreting Representational Scholarship: Past and Present
The goal of writing about these two artists is not only to deconstruct how
they are perceived in tabloids, music videos, or on social media, but also to feature the
voices of social media users who construct deep analysis of these figures regularly on
online platforms. Dyer addresses user consumption somewhat, by writing the
following about the audience making sense of a celebrity’s image within the media
industry113:
“What the audience makes of all this is something else again – and, as I’ve
already suggested, the audience is also part of the making of the image.
Audiences cannot make media images mean anything they want to, but
they can select from the complexity of the image the meanings and
feelings, the variations, inflections and contradictions, that work for them.
More- over, the agencies of fan magazines and clubs, as well as box office
receipts and audience research, mean that the audience’s ideas about a star
can act back on the media producers of the star’s image. This is not an
equal to- and-from – the audience is more disparate and fragmented, and
does not itself produce centralised, massively available media images; but
the audience is not wholly controlled by Hollywood and the media,
either.”
Dyer’s writing demonstrates how people are interested in star images, and the
ability that they have to make sense of what they are seeing within media industries as an
institution. In the quote I reference above, Dyer acknowledges that despite Hollywood
setting up the framework for the audience’s consumption of the star, it is up to the
audience themselves to do their own meaning making of the star. This notion harkens
back to Hall’s concepts on encoding and decoding an image, and his theory that
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audiences act as producers of meaning, particularly in the context of Hall’s
constructionist approach to representation.
Both Dyer and Hall argue that the audience has the agency to produce a meaning,
but how do we apply race, ethnicity, and gender to this meaning production? If audiences
can discuss these stars in the context from the perceived image that is presented to them,
it is also possible to also discuss their racialized/gendered identity through something as
simple as a Twitter reply. When talking through a Latina perspective, Jillian Báez
explains this best through her concept of the “Latina gaze” in her book In Search of
Belonging: Latinas, Media and Citizenship. Through her empirical evidence, Báez found
Latina audiences employ a “hybrid, intersectional, and transnational” gaze through
reading media texts (Báez, 18). By building off of Laura Mulvey’s “female gaze,” and
bell hook’s “oppositional gaze,” Báez explores how the Latina gaze is a negotiated gaze
that has a complicated agency in spectatorship; Báez says this gaze “departs from a
passive audience model because it demonstrates that Latina audiences can read through,
and indeed sometimes against, the ideological alignment suggested by a text” (19). Baez
offers a new viewing of Hall’s active/passive audience by integrating a racialized and
gendered perspective of it, by suggesting that Latina media consumers can read a
representative text and have a takeaway that is either reflective of, or contradicts their
own lived experience.
This gaze is something that has definitely come about when discussing race and
ethnicity on digital platforms, specifically when talking about Cardi B, who is, and
identifies as, Afro-Latina. One of the internet speculations that people have about Cardi B
is if she racially identifies as a Black woman or a Latina. Most media consumers do not
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view these identifiers as synonymous, meaning people are not aware that Latinx is not a
racial identifier, but rather an ethnic identity. Figure 7114 is a collection of tweets found in
a Twitter video, from contemporary Latinx website, mitú. The 2017 video features a
series of screenshots from Twitter users, questioning Cardi B’s race, and wondering if
she identifies as a Black woman.

Figure 7: Twitter users questioning what Cardi B’s racialized identity is.

The mitú video attributes that this questioning started after photos of Almanzar’s
parents circulated online, where users read an image of her parents as having tanned skin,
deemphasizing her Blackness and equating her as solely Latina. A series of replies
afterwards feature other Twitter users, like Afro-Latina Dominican artist, sociocritic, and
scholar, Zahira Kelly. Kelly, who goes by @bad_dominicana on Twitter115, centers her
work on Afro Latinx media imagery, particularly writing about the lack of dark-skinned
and Black Latinxs, who are not equally as present at non-Black Latinxs in television
shows on Spanish-language television networks like Telemundo or Univision.
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Figure 8116 shows Kelly’s response to the questioning of Cardi’s Black Latina
identity; in this response, Kelly states that once a Black person starts to speak Spanish,
“suddenly they can play with your blackness at will.” Kelly’s use of the aforementioned
pronoun “they,” is a reference that one can assume means the general public.

Figure 8: Zahira Kelly’s response to questioning of Cardi B’s Afro-Latinidad

Kelly, who is later featured in a talking head interview in the video, also goes on to note
that one of the problems with the lack of Afro-Latinidad being present is that Latin
American and non-Latinx Black folks have “an issue with seeing Latin Americans as
anything other than as brown or mestizo.” The mestizo comment is very important
because of the ideology that mestizaje in both Latin America and Latinx communities is
viewed as a race instead of panethnicity117. A 2015 Pew Research study found that 34%
of U.S. Latinx people identified as “mixed race,” and annotates that the colonization of
indigenous and African bodies by Spanish European settlers in Latin American countries
created the “blending” that is known as mestizaje.
We can view Kelly’s response of Cardi B’s Latinidad as part of Báez’s Latina
gaze. Kelly is reading the tweets and her reply tweet offers up a perspective, which one
can speculate is a personal experience she has gone through as an Afro-Latina herself.

116

See footnote 113.
Telles, Edward, and Denia Garcia. “‘MESTIZAJE’ AND PUBLIC OPINION IN
LATIN AMERICA.” Latin American Research Review, vol. 48, no. 3, 2013, pp. 130–
152.

117

Castellar 56

We can also relate the mitú video, and Kelly’s response of Afro-Latinidad and mestizaje
to Linda Martín Alcoff’s writings on identity formation. As Alcoff writes in her book,
Visible Identites: Race, Gender, and the Self, “identities need to be contextualized and
processes of identity formation need to be historicized,” meaning that in order to
understand one’s identity, you must be able to acknowledge the history of why that
identity was created (Alcoff, 85). Alcoff’s writing, which focuses on “contemporary
raced and gendered identities,” emphasizes that knowing the history behind someone’s
identity helps others understand why that person’s identity is so important. What is
interesting to note is that Alcoff’s theory of identity is present in the mitú video; and these
Twitter users are creating a dialogue of identity and representation politics. While that
might not be these users’ intention, and perhaps are tweeting about Cardi’s identity out of
sheer curiosity because she is a celebrity, we cannot ignore that discussions about race,
ethnicity, and gender are happening on accessible platforms and people are trying to
make sense of perceived ethnic and racial lives.
The mitú video explains Kelly’s statement is due to the lack of exposure of Black
or dark skin tones in Latinx media, creating confusion and ignorance in Latinx spaces.
When talking about Cardi B, Kelly mentions that she is acting like a “symbolic figure,”
as she’s a “bicultural, bilingual, Afro-Dominicana,” and that “understanding her [Cardi
B], is understanding the rest of us as well.” Kelly’s commentary exhibits my idea of
virtual kinship; by addressing the impact that Cardi B has had on Afro-Latinx
communities through a digital space, there becomes a connection between herself, the
figure, and her racialized community. Kelly shares a fondness for Cardi B by noting her
as a symbolic figure for Dominicans; to me, this connects the celebrity to her own
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racialized community, by being a public figure and visibility for Black Latinx people who
are often not represented in media.
Kelly’s “rest of us” statement can also be related to Alcoff’s historicization of
identities. In terms of identifying as Afro-Latina/o/x, not many Latinx people have had a
general understanding of the term. Tanya Katerí Hernández states that the term refers to
“Latinas/os in the United States who are of African ancestry and choose Blackness as a
racial identity in addition to identifying along ethnic lines with their Latina/o national
origins” (Hernandez, 7). By interpreting Cardi B as an Afro-Latina because her racial and
ethnic cultures come from both Black and Latin American ancestries, others can interpret
that Blackness and Latinidad are not separate, unilateral identities, and in fact historically
interconnected cultures that started through colonization and diaspora (Flores & Román,
2009; Candelario, 2016). Comprehending and reading these intersecting identities in a
digital space can ultimately form a virtual kinship with the media consumer and the
identity. This kinship can fill the sense of belonging for an Afro-Latinx person who feels
underrepresented.
Amongst this series of questioning, we cannot assume that the general public is
expected to know all the details of one celebrity’s racialized/ethnic identity, and in fact it
is truly up to the artist to determine how much they would like to share and how to frame
it. As Cardi B has referred to herself as the “Trap Selena,”118 and has publicly talked
about her Afro-Latina identity, it’s not the first time that she has had to frequently state
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that she is a Black woman119. What is important to evaluate is the consistent labor and
multiple instances that Cardi has addressed this topic. In a 2018 CR Fashion Book
interview with singer/actress Zendaya, Cardi stated the following120:
“One thing that always bothers me is that people know so little about my
culture. We are Caribbean people. And a lot of people be attacking me
because they feel like I don’t be saying that I’m black. Some people want
to decide if you’re black or not, depending on your skin complexion,
because they don’t understand Caribbean people or our culture. I feel like
people need to understand or get a passport and travel. I don’t got to tell
you that I’m black. I expect you to know it. When my father taught me
about Caribbean countries, he told me that these Europeans took over our
lands. That’s why we all speak different languages. I expect people to
understand that just because we’re not African American, we are still
black. It’s still in our culture. Just like everybody else, we came over here
the same fucking way. I hate when people try to take my roots from me.
Because we know that there’s African roots inside of us. I really just want
people to understand that the color that I have and features that I have are
not from two white people fucking.”
We must note the date and time of the first series of interactions I previously described,
up until this quote. The public might not have known much about Cardi in early 2017
when the mitú video debuted, as she did not release her hit “Bodak Yellow” until June of
2017, which truly took her to higher platform more than her appearance on LHH: NY. At
the same time, this above quote is dated roughly a year and a half after “Bodak Yellow”
premiered, meaning that consumers entrenched in pop culture are already aware that
Cardi released her debut album, Invasion of Privacy (2018), in January 2018.
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Still, it is noteworthy that not everyone understands Cardi’s identity when they
are introduced to her. Despite performing the “Bodak Yellow” Spanish remix at the 2017
Dominican Day Parade121and having a massive song entitled “I Like It,”122 which
features Latin trap music artists, Bad Bunny and J. Balvin, and samples the infamous
Tony Pabon and Manny Rodriguez boogalú song, “I Like It Like That,” Cardi still has to
explain her Black Latina identity.123 Again, it is important to acknowledge the time
stamps of these media pieces, mainly due to the fact that people are continuously learning
about this artist, and creating the space in online communities to do so. Despite not
knowing of Cardi being both Black and Latina, Twitter and Instagram users are building
their own understanding of the star, and interacting with either her or with other users.
I would like to transition to Cardi’s representation for young adults, and I would
like to particularly examine this through the “Teens React to Cardi B – Bodak Yellow”124
reaction video from the YouTube channel, FBE. FBE hosts a series of videos,
subsequently named “REACT,” where they film a group of people of varying ages who
offer their own opinions on a particular media object125. Each reaction video is designated
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for a particular issue, which could range from a new horror film trailer, an internet
trend/meme, or serious political issues like deportation or mass shootings. These reaction
videos are putting to life what Dyer’s and Hall’s writings suggest; the videos and FBE
staff are providing an accessible platform for YouTube users to digest, interpret, and
create their own meaning making in regards to a media text. This is helpful because it
offers up a variety of opinions that are not necessarily always aligned with each other.
For this, I’ll be deconstructing “Teens React to Cardi B – Bodak Yellow;” the
video shows Cardi in an affluent setting, where she wears Christian Louboutin (“bloody
shoes”) heels, while riding camels in the desert, and sitting at a hookah table with
scattered $100 bills. Because “Bodak Yellow” is one of Cardi B’s most successful songs,
watching teenagers read this popular piece of media will eventually help scholars
understand the literacy can be created outside of a standard classroom setting. Since FBE
has created these videos for some time, some of the participants from other videos cross
over into a newer age category. For instance, in this particular video, a 14-year old
teenager named Jaxon transitioned from the channel’s other video series, “Kids React
To…” to the “Teens React To…” video series. This is something that’s well noted in the
comments of this video, as you’ll find a series of commenters are very surprised that
Jaxon is now at the age to participate in the teenage videos, more than the actual content.
The responses in the video itself range from the teenagers either loving Cardi B to
being extremely unsure about what is going on in the video. Brooklin, the only Black
teenage girl, is very excited at the idea of watching Cardi B, and proactively raps the song
while watching the video. Jaxon, the aforementioned teenager, is confused about the
details of Cardi’s video and doesn’t seem to know who she is in general. Figure 9 details
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a variety of reactions from some of the teenagers in the video, like Brooklin, Darius,
Jaxon, and Tori126(top to bottom order).
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Figure 9: Teen Reactions to “Bodak Yellow”

The most insightful teen in this video is Brooklin, who is in such awe of Cardi B.
Brooklin is overjoyed; she raps the lyrics, talks fondly about watching LHH: NY with her
mother and even says that the FBE staff have never seen her react this way, outside of her
typical “calm, collected, and adorable,” state. Brooklin allowing herself to let the FBE
team see a different side of her means that she’s more at ease to be herself, and to even let
herself enjoy the moment. I would also argue that this reaction can give us a glimpse at
what it’s like for Black girls to see content that includes Black women. This is a concept
that has previously been studied, where Black girls are more receptive to, and enjoy
content that involves someone that looks and perhaps also sounds like them (Brown,
2013).
Hip-hop literacy scholar, Elaine Richardson, focuses her studies on this topic and
this concept is best seen in her essay, “Developing Critical Hip Hop Feminist Literacies:
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Centrality and Subversion of Sexuality in the Lives of Black Girls.” Richardson writes
about the importance of creating spaces for Black girls and hip-hop feminist literacies;
she argues that hip hop feminist literacies is a field that is both generationally and
culturally relevant, and can be a method used for community building and empowering
Black girls and women. Richardson’s writing is useful when talking about Brooklin in
this reaction video. Brooklin is in a space where she is happily reading and interpreting
imagery that features a Black woman in hip-hop. It is possible that Brooklin is privy to
this idea, but for audience members watching this video, we are seeing her and the other
participants practicing critical media literacy.
Creating spaces, much like the one Brooklin is in, are important in Richardson’s
essay, especially when she mentions, “youth workers, educators, and parents have to
work together to support and nurture types of critical consciousness and feminist
movement that adolescents can embrace.”127 What we’re seeing with Brooklin is
Richardson’s quote come to life; audiences are viewing a girl, embracing a rapper that
she “stans,” as she creates a critical consciousness with the video. Once Brooklin starts to
deconstruct the video, she says that every girl “feels that way,” meaning that women are
“hyped up” with a song that has a good beat. “A girl has been through this before, so of
course she’s gonna represent it in a rap song,” says Brooklin. And as previously stated,
Brooklin experiences a familial tie to Cardi B, meaning that there is a component of
watching Cardi that brings her to a reflective place where she is able to talk about
watching Cardi on screen, with her mother. Watching Brooklin’s reaction and hearing her
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commentary add to my idea of a virtual kinship, because she is connecting with the
images presented to her, albeit as a fan, and able to offer some insight into how Cardi B is
a connective figure for her and her family.
What is interesting to note are the conscious thoughts, and reflections that came
after the teens watched the video. Some of them were amazed that the video that they
watched featured the second female rapper to take the number one Billboard spot since
1998. They show empathy once they find out that Cardi B was in an abusive relationship.
The teens are also enamored at Cardi B, by acknowledging that she was just a “girl on
Vine,” and now she’s regarded as an important component in post millennium hip-hop.
These teens are showing a general interest in not only the content of the video, but also
the star. In doing so, they are not only creating CML, but also exhibiting digital labor.
This digital labor is something that has recently been by the Common Sense Consensus.
A report from the Common Sense Consensus found that U.S. teenagers consume roughly
seven and a half hours of screen-based media.128 Of the data collected, data researchers
found that teens were mostly spending their time watching online videos, like on
YouTube. Noting this is extremely critical in examining critical media literacy; this detail
shows that with the amount of time teens are watching videos online, they could very
much so be watching videos and creating their own critical literacy much like the
teenagers in the reaction video.
Talking about Jennifer Lopez’s social media impact is a bit different than Cardi
B’s, as most millennials who are consuming Lopez’s media already knew about her star
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status during the tabloid era. This is due to the fact that Lopez’s stardom was launched in
a different media moment, where tabloids were the public’s main source of entertainment
news before the internet age. But that isn’t to say that in the time Lopez has had her
social media accounts that she hasn’t run into any scandals or controversies.
In July 2016, Jennifer Lopez and fellow Puerto Rican/New York-based musical
composer, Lin-Manuel Miranda, took to NBC’s Today show to perform “Love Make the
World Go Round,” a benefit song the pair collaborated on for the victims of Orlando’s
Pulse nightclub shooting. Shortly after the performance, Lopez tweeted a photo of her
and Miranda, holding hands in the air, and captioned it with the hashtags,
“#AllLivesMatter” and the title of their single, “LoveMakeTheWorldGoRound” (see Fig.
10129)

Figure 10: Jennifer Lopez’s #AllLivesMatter tweet

The tweet was shortly deleted after its posting because of the #AllLivesMatter tag. I
speculate that Lopez and her team were attempting to use #AllLivesMatter as a way to
talk about LGBTQ+ lives and sexualities, which is essentially what her song is in support
129

Delbyck, Cole. “J.Lo Tweets Out #AllLivesMatter, Internet Turns Against Her.”
HuffPost, HuffPost, 4 Feb. 2017, www.huffpost.com/entry/jennifer-lopez-all-livesmatter_n_57853ccae4b07c356cfec386. Accessed on 19, Dec. 2019
Castellar 66

of. However, this hashtag is often used as a counterargument to the hashtag,
#BlackLivesMatter, which was created in 2013 by activists in the Black Lives Matter
movement to have open discussions of police brutality and supporting Black lives against
hegemonic systems that have often oppressed Black people. The argument for
#AllLivesMatter is often one that advocates for police protection, and is colorblind when
talking about Black lives; by this I mean it often includes other lived experiences (many
times centering White lives), which takes away from Black peoples’ experiences. With
this background, one can understand why this tweet was taken down – Lopez is well
acquainted with shifting towards respectability politics, which we saw earlier after her
arrest with Combs’ for the Club NY shooting. In an effort to not create a scandal, Lopez
deleted the tweet because she did not want her image to be perceived as supporting a
hashtag that is often steeped in conservative and White supremacy politics.
But with today’s technology, and with the tweet becoming viral, many social
media users leaned in with their opinions on Lopez’s tweet before and after it was taken
down. In Figure 11130, you’ll find a series of replies regarding Lopez’s tweet, which reads
as users being upset with the pop star:
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Figure 11: Twitter users reacting to Lopez’s #AllLivesMatterTweet

What we can take away from these comments are how people are connecting to the
material thorough Lopez’s classed, celebrity status; these tweets can read as people who
view Lopez as being dismissive of the borough she originated from, who’s demographics
consist of Black, Latinx, and Afro-Latinx people. We also must keep in mind Lopez’s
own racialized being, as she is a White Latina who moves in an out of Whiteness and
Blackness throughout her career.
Lopez’s habit of keeping her career within the realm of respectability politics
comes as she has weaved her stardom in between White and Black communities (MolinaGuzman, 2010). This concept is something that I have found come up frequently in both
social media commentary (see Fig. 12131 below) and blog writings on Lopez’s music,
particularly as media users have unraveled Lopez’s musicality.
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Figure 12: Twitter user @3rdAndMiles referencing Lopez tweet and career stylings

As I’ve uncovered in my research, there is a consensus online that questions Lopez for
using the Black community132, and notably Black women’s vocals133, to her advantage
and un-accrediting them for their work134. This, I can only assume, is something that has
been tracked in Black communities for quite some time, but now media users have
digitally archived her actions, and have created their own conscious media literacy by
taking her Latina identity into account for the media that she has created and potentially
stolen from and profited off of Black artists.
Another social media discussion regarding Lopez and the Black community came
about in October 2019, when tweets and digital journalism articles circulated regarding
Lopez using the n-word in the remix of her song, “I’m Real”. A Genius article135, dated

132
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15 years after Lopez’s single was released, takes a deep dive into Lopez saying the word,
and contextualized her response to people criticizing her for using it. The reason this
topic and article started popping up on digital spaces, was due to social media scandal
where Latina actress Gina Rodriguez, video recorded herself saying the word while
incorrectly singing lyrics to The Fugees song, “Ready or Not” (1996), on her Instagram
account136. Once this video went viral, Rodriguez immediately took the video down,
issued several public apologies, and decreased her social media presence.
The Genius article was brought to the attention of users who were discussing
Rodriguez’s former actions that many would deem as anti-Black statements or actions. In
light of Rodriguez posting this video, Twitter users found that there was a connection
with Latinxs saying the derogatory slur, in a very casual manner. When New York Times
Opinion Culture editor, Aisha Harris, tweeted out if there was “outrage when J.Lo rapped
the n-word on “I’m Real,”137 culture writer, Hannah Giorgis, quickly came in to supply
the Genius article as factual evidence138 (see Fig. 13).
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Figure 13: Aisha Harris’ tweet, Hannah Giorgis’ reply tweet

The article explains how the controversy was played out in the media, and notes
both the responses from Lopez and the songwriter and featured rapper on the song, Ja
Rule. Former New York-based Hot 97 radio deejays, Star and Buckwild, urged listeners
to call Lopez’s music label, Epic, to complain about Lopez’s use of the word139. When
asked about the song on NBC’s Today Show, Lopez stated that anyone who would “think
or suggest that I’m a racist is really absurd and hateful,” and credited that the use of the
word was conjured by rapper Ja Rule, who is featured on the track. “The use of the word
in the song…it was actually written by Ja Rule [and] it was not meant to be hurtful to
139
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anybody,” said Lopez. To end the conversation, Lopez simply says that she doesn’t want
to give this topic “too much energy,” and goes back to performing for her fans. Here we
can see Lopez moving towards respectability politics again and weaving in and out of
Whiteness/Blackness; Lopez addresses the controversy, and moves on in a quite literal
sense because “the show must go on.” She does so by placing the idea came from a Black
man, and that she just willing went along with it, without acknowledging her racialized
White Latina self. Also, we must note that this controversy happened pre-social media,
meaning that if this were to currently happen, social media sites like Twitter would
screenshot this and immediate formulate commentary.
Resurfacing this article is important because social media users have recently
connected Lopez’s controversy to being very similar to Rodriguez handling of her own
backlash. If we look at both apologies, they are incredibly similar, and as one may argue,
dismissive of the Black community that they are affecting. Lopez’s take sounds
defensive, and dismisses any claims that she is racist for saying the slur. Rodriguez, who
issued two apologies via Instagram, reiterated that she grew up singing that song and
loving The Fugees140, and subsequently Rodriguez disabled all comments on her
Instagram posts after her video surfaced. Some of the most important conversations
happening about both of these incidents are the ability to say the slur as part of a song,
and how inherently casual Latinxs use the word.
What I found most distinctive throughout all of these incidents, are assimilating
3word, then Cardi B should not be allowed to use the word either. Users that were
making these comments were failing to acknowledge that Cardi is a Black woman, and
140
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across the board, I found multiple Twitter conversations (see Fig. 14141) where users were
actively denying Cardi B’s Blackness and Latinidad, and Cardi jumped in to defend
herself.
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Figure 14: Tweets dismissing Cardi B’s Afro-Latinidad

I found these tweets to be of the same discourse of people trying to piece together
Cardi B’s Afro-Latinidad, which has been circulating Cardi since her initial rise to fame.
What I’ve found throughout researching this topic is that some users believe Latinx
people should not be able to use a word that lies within White supremacy, but deem
acceptable to say when singing a song that utilizes it. The user analysis above with both
Lopez and Cardi are coming from Black women and believe that they should not be able
to say this slur. However, there are some users who understand Cardi’s racialized and
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ethnic cultures, and know that she embraces Black culture because she is a Black woman.
But Cardi’s response to these tweets is interesting because she poses how a Black woman
is supposed to act, as if there are a set of standards and rules that Black women must live
out. She even explains that she preferred outwardly identifying as “Caribbean” because it
seemed as if she had to choose between being a Black woman or a Latina. This point is
reminiscent of Zahira Kelly-Cabrera’s tweet about being Afro-Latinx: once you speak
Spanish, your Blackness is at will. To have this point put across on social media, from the
artist itself, can give media consumers a greater understanding of race and ethnicity,
especially in Latinx culture.
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CONCLUSION: IS SOCIAL MEDIA REALLY LIT/ERACY?
As I have laid out in this thesis, critical media literacy is happening in digital
spaces, and importantly happening through a variety of intersecting lenses. Hall notes that
audiences are producers of meaning, which is evident in the tweets and YouTube videos
that I analyzed. What is most important to note is how people of the same racialized,
ethnic, and gendered identities are reading the content that is produced on these spaces,
critically analyzing it, and forming a virtual kinship with either the celebrity or another
media user. Essentially, social media users are practicing Hall’s model of encoding and
decoding messages, being dominant, negotiated, and oppositional readers, and deriving
meaning from a representational figure. Based on my analysis of users’ posts, I conclude
that despite users not knowing that they are developing critical media literacy skills, they
are actually connecting with tweets, videos, or celebrity figures because they see
something of themselves in that person or content, and are willing to perform digital
labor through media analysis and criticism.
Doing this work gives scholars an understanding that we should be taking
Kimberly Crenshaw’s intersectional approach that race, class, and gender intersect with
an overlap one another in our critical media literacy pedagogies142. By setting this
groundwork, and understanding that teaching critical media literacy needs to be
interdisciplinary, we can note that accessible digital spaces like social media, are
compiled of users that participate in open conversations about race, gender, and class, and
those conversations are fostering CML.
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My focus on Jennifer Lopez and Cardi B started off as my own fan interest in
these two very powerful Latinas in Hollywood, and through this research I found that
they each have a very complex relationship with the media. Many people have stanned
and cancelled these two celebs, and have formulated their own critical readings of each.
Both, to me, seem to also have some sort of self-reflexivity with the content they
generate. What I’ve seen in Lopez’s case is that she loves to have a camera follow her
and potentially craft her own media narrative, but she also can address minor scandals
that center on race very succinctly. In Cardi B’s case, she is typically surrendering herself
to social media and recording videos of herself almost daily, on her Instagram Live feed,
where she addresses her followers almost immediately when some sort of controversy
involves her. Cardi also has the power to break these moments and use her social media
power to her own advantage, by interjecting her own politics, emotions, and feelings into
her follower’s social media timelines.
What I believe is the main difference between these two celebrities and the media
that they’re a part of, is the type of media that each celebrity has interacted with during
their stardom. During the beginnings of Lopez’s stardom, tabloids were the main media
source that documented her every move; for Cardi B, she has the power to shut down
scandals instantly as she is a Millennial whose career and life came about in the Internet
age, a luxury that Lopez did not have. Suffice to say, these Latinas are consistently
creating content for audience members to consume and respond to, and when given the
resources to talk about race, gender, and class, audience members are able to take those
topics into a discussion with the artist themselves.
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Calling out the need for racialized, gendered, or sexual representation has had a
moment as of late on social media, and I believe having the ability to see your identity
reflected in the media is important. USC Annenberg is confronting this every year with
their annual report on inequality in the most popular 1,200 films143. The report looks at
race/ethnicity, gender, sexuality, and disabilities; of their key Latinx findings, the report
noted that 47 films had no Latinx speaking roles, and nearly 70 films out of the top
grossing 100 had no Latina roles. I have observed that when news regarding media
representation has become public knowledge, people often take to social media apps to
express their emotions regarding it. Most of it is anger, some of it is sadness, but the
bigger picture of what’s happening here is that people are proactively going on social
media to express themselves, and have their voices be heard. While this practice is
becoming increasingly common it is not yet studied in a rigorous way within media
studies or Women’s and Gender Studies.
What this movement shows us is the power of seeing a depiction of yourself in
the media, and the impact of having that representation taken away from you. When
talking about Latinx representation, we can resort back to Hall’s reflective theory on
representation, particularly by having a piece of media reflects your own identity, and
having that representation emulate somewhat of your own lived experience. What is
important to note is how people have such deep admiration for this representation that
they have taken the time to take to social media to advocate for a show that they have
strong feelings for. Doing this digital labor has been recognized within the Latinx
143
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community as of late, and has been studied within academia (Cepeda, 2018). This digital
labor is what Báez (2018) refers to in her article on media literacy as civic engagement –
by teaching Latinx audiences on regulation and how media conglomerates operate, Latinx
communities can advocate for the change they would like to see.
Throughout this thesis, I wanted to show the impact that social media has on the
lives of the daily user and how unacknowledged critical media literacy is being
constructed in these digital spaces. Throughout this thesis I’ve shown how social media
can unite people across different paths of lived experiences. This means people from
different social classes, races, and gender or sexual identities, all have the chance to meet
in a digital space, and talk about an issue or a media representation that intersects with
their own identity. What are important about these representational conversations are how
we talk about these representations, why we talk about them, and where we’re having
these conversations. Having an open space to talk about issues like media representation,
and being able to do so efficiently on a public platform like Twitter, YouTube, or a
digital space that is shared by an online community, is at a peak moment right now.
While having access to seeing these representations is crucial, there is the looming fear
that taking away the U.S’s net neutrality laws could hinder this144.
What I hope you have learned from this thesis is that literacy can encapsulate
media texts as pieces of literature to be read, analyzed, and responded to. When putting
media representations into this mix, and connecting lived experiences to those
representations, we can create communal spaces where people can analyze and discuss
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their emotions and feelings surrounding them. It is important to keep these spaces
accessible, like digital social media spaces, so we can interact with different users and
learn from their own experiences. The results of these conversations usually end up
agreeing with dominant reader or “stan”, while others may disagree like an oppositional
reader who has the ability to “cancel” the person they’re in conversation with. Ultimately
what is productive about these conversations is the transfer and flow of ideas that
happens between users. As scholars, we can read tweets and comments of people’s
reactions or interpretations as CML; what we must do is keep CML intersectional, and
relational to a lived experience.
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